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BELGIUM TODAY 


The Belgian Government deeply appreciates the Corcoran 
Gallery’s interest in presenting to the American public the 
first retrospective of the works of Georges Vantongerloo. One 
of the founders of Actionism, Vantongerloo is highly esteemed 
in Europe, and Jane Livingston’s personal commitment to 
introduce this artist in the United States is widely applauded 
in Belgium. 

Mrs. de Backer, the Minister of Dutch Community, has given 
her full and enthusiastic support to this exhibition. The efforts 
of Phil Mertens, Curator of the Musee des Beaux Arts in 
Brussels, combined with the creative scholarly talents of my 
good and admired friend Jane Livingston have resulted in an 
exhibition of which both Belgium and America can be proud. 


THE WOMEN’S COMMITTEE TODAY 


The Women’s Committee is delighted to celebrate its Silver 
Anniversary Ball with a preview opening of the special 
Vantongerloo Exhibition. This is America’s first retrospective 
show of the work of the talented but relatively unknown 
Belgian artist who died fifteen years ago. It is given in 
conjunction with Belgium Today, a series of nation-wide 
symposia commemorating 150 years of that country’s inde¬ 
pendence. The Women’s Committee is most grateful to the 
Belgian Government for its gracious assistance. 

This year’s Ball also marks a historic occasion for us. For 
twenty-five successive years the Women’s Committee has 
sponsored a Ball, the proceeds of which have been the major 
source of income for its numerous projects. With a member¬ 
ship quadrupled in size from an original twenty-one, there 
are now twelve standing committees which are involved in 
many aspects of Corcoran activities. Among the projects 
undertaken by the Committee have been the establishment 


One of the principal goals of the Belgium Today program is 
to identify the most important artistic figures in Belgium in its 
one hundred and fifty years of existence as an independent 
nation. Belgium Today is certainly the ideal vehicle to bring 
Vantongerloo to the attention of the world art community and 
the Embassy is pleased to have been associated with the 
Corcoran in this endeavor. 

Lucie de Myttenaere 
Cultural Counselor, 

Embassy of Belgium 


and funding of the Education Department with its active 
Docent Program, the Corcoran Shop, and an Acquisition 
Program through which important works by contemporary 
American artists have been purchased and donated with 
special recognition given to artists of the Washington area. 
The Committee has always had a deep commitment to the 
Art School. It has given generous scholarships, funded studio 
equipment, and installed a modern library, as well as sup¬ 
ported fund-raising programs. 

New projects for this year range from initiating new land¬ 
scaping around the museum to purchasing an innovative 
audio-visual education system now under consideration. The 
Committee looks to the future with anticipation as it continues 
to support its many current projects in its dedicated efforts 
to make the Gallery and Art School even more meaningful to 
the public. 














PREFACE 


There is a tendency among art historians to classify, label, 
and otherwise pigeonhole painters, sculptors, and printmak- 
ers into schools or “isms": and when books are written the 
“isms" become chapters and the artists appear in some 
predetermined story about the evolution of style. Those artists 
who fit the script neatly become well-known—albeit posthu¬ 
mously at times—but others, even great ones, are either left 
unknown or soon forgotten. The Belgian artist, Georges 
Vantongerloo, is clearly one of those who has not become 
a chapter title. Few Americans have even heard of him; at 
the time of his death in 1965 the New York Times did not 
print an obituary. Four years earlier, Vantongerloo wrote from 
Paris: “I never belonged to any ‘school,’ to any ‘ism’; I am 
alone and have nothing in common with anybody, either in 
my work or in my intellectual outlook." It almost seems that 
he wanted it that way. 

Isolation may have been essential for Vantongerloo’s artistic 
genius, but his works have everything to do with the twentieth 
century. He reveled in the pace of technological advancement 
that marked his life-span: from the age of “paraffin lamps” 
(1886) to “sputnik” is the way he liked to put it. At a time 
when most laymen barely understood the world as defined 
by Euclid and Newton, Vantongerloo sought a form of 
expression that seemed congruent with Einstein. Wrestling 
continually with fundamental questions of time, space, and 
volume, Vantongerloo saw a world of metamorphosis. There 
was neither a beginning nor an end to anything. Contradiction 
and dialectic without synthesis became a creed: transparent 
solids, pigmentless colors, and stationary works of endless 
movement were his symbols. 

Vantongerloo’s use of mathematics and his thoughtful writings 
can intimidate both the novice and the seasoned art historian. 
At one level, then, he demands thought and logic and a 
thorough grasp of detail, and often it is difficult to penetrate 
his world. At another level, however, his paintings, sculptures, 
and maquettes appear effortless and even playful. He seems 
to me a delightful blend of Leonardo da Vinci, Buckminister 


Fuller, Paul Klee, and Rube Goldberg. The path to his work 
can be tortuous, but the finished product seems natural, even 
comforting. 

Vantongerloo’s isolation has been America’s loss. Our tech¬ 
nological civilization so often seemed at odds with aesthetic 
refinement that we missed the beauty of energy and change 
which Vantongerloo saw. He could have taught us to see the 
beauty that was already there. But it is not too late. In this 
first American retrospective of his works we can learn so 
much about our age: its new materials and forms, its definition 
of space, its peculiar character and force. Vantongerloo 
brings clarity, confidence, and most of all, profound under¬ 
standing to our time. He is his own “style” and “ism.” 

We are deeply grateful to Max Bill for playing such a crucial 
role in organizing this retrospective of Georges Vantonger¬ 
loo’s work. Max Bill was entrusted with the Vantongerloo 
estate and has over the years provided some of the deep 
insights that have helped others to know Vantongerloo’s 
work. The present exhibition and catalogue were also de¬ 
signed by Max Bill, and his own artistic greatness is every¬ 
where to be seen. 

This exhibition is being presented in the United States as 
part of a nationwide symposium called Belgium Today. In 
more than twenty-five institutions throughout the United 
States, numerous cultural programs are being offered to 
celebrate the 150th year of national independence of Belgium. 
Major exhibitions of Belgian art, film festivals, special semi¬ 
nars, performing arts, as well as a myriad of educational 
programs make up the symposium. Sponsors of Belgium 
Today are the Belgian-American Educational Foundation, 
Smithsonian Resident Associate Program, and the World 
Affairs Council of Northern California. Many of the activities 
of Belgium Today were made possible by grants from the 
National Endowment for the Humanities and the National 
Endowment for the Arts. We are grateful to all of those 
individuals who contributed so generously to the Vantonger¬ 
loo exhibition. 



special mention and thanks should be made to the Belgian 
Minister of Flemish Culture, Mrs. R. de Backer-van Ocken, 
and to Lucie de Myttenaere, the Cultural Counselor of the 
Belgian Embassy here in Washington. Former Belgian Am¬ 
bassador to the United States, Dr. Willy Van Cauwenberg 
and his successor. Ambassador J. Raoul Schoumaker, have 
also made considerable sacrifice and devoted an enormous 
amount of time to the successful presentation of Georges 
Vantongerloo’s work. 

The Belgium Today Symposium provided the vehicle for the 
creation of the Vantongerloo exhibition. The idea for the show, 
however, germinated in the early 1970's. Jane Livingston, 
Associate Director of the Corcoran, organized the show for 
its American tour and has provided a sparkling essay for the 
accompanying catalogue. While a young curator at the Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, she hoped that a Vanton¬ 
gerloo show could be brought to America. Almost ten years 
later, her dream has come true. Following its presentation in 
Washington, Vantongerloo will move to the Dallas Museum 
of Fine Arts and then on to the Los Angeles County Museum 
of Art. We are especially grateful to Maurice Tuchman and 
Harry Parker for their participation in the exhibition tour. 
Throughout most of this project, the Corcoran staff worked 
with James Kraft of the Belgium Today Symposium and 
simply wishes to acknowledge all of his help, particularly in 
the early stages. 

It is hoped that the Belgium Today Symposium will bring a 
greater understanding of Belgium’s remarkable history to 
everyone in the United States. As a symbol of Belgium’s 
artistic genius, Vantongerloo could hardly have been a better 
choice. As director of the Corcoran I also wish to thank our 
Women’s Committee for organizing this Silver Anniversary 
Ball. Twenty-five of these yearly galas have contributed 
immensely to both the museum and the school. The Balls 
have brought many strong friends to Washington’s oldest art 
gallery, and the proceeds have helped the entire institution. 
Nowhere is the impact more apparent, however, than in the 
Corcoran School of Art. 


The Art School is one of the oldest in the country and the 
only independent professional studio school of art in the 
Nation’s Capital. It is fully accredited as a Division 1 member 
of the National Association of Schools of Art. 

Today over 200 students are enrolled in the Corcoran School’s 
four-year Bachelor of Fine Arts degree or diploma programs 
with concentrations in Fine Art, Visual Communications and 
Photography. At the same time, over 800 students participate 
each year in the School’s Open Program, part-time courses 
given during the Fall, Spring, and Summer semesters. The 
School also offers two three-week sessions of summer study 
in Tenants Harbor, Maine. 

Each year, a portion of the proceeds from the Corcoran Ball 
is turned over to the Corcoran School of Art by the Women’s 
Committee. Over the years the Women’s Committee has 
helped establish the school library and slide collection, 
provided audio-visual equipment, stone-lithography and 
other professional equipment for graphic design students, 
and given scholarship aid to over 100 students. This support 
and involvement have immeasurably helped the School to 
achieve its educational objectives. 

The Silver Anniversary Ball, therefore, celebrates the work of 
a Belgian genius, the aspirations of budding artists, and the 
extraordinary vision and energy and dedication of those 
Washington area citizens who comprise the Women’s Com¬ 
mittee. 

Peter C. Marzio 
Director, 

Corcoran Gallery and School of Art 







The Women’s Committee wishes to thank 
NEIMAN-MARCUS 
for its generous contribution 
of the Ball decorations 

Tonight’s setting is the creation of 
Mary Ann Lundgren, the Neiman-Marcus staff, 
and Ben Lust Lighting and Sound 

We also wish to acknowledge the generous support of 
FEDERATED CASH MANAGEMENT SYSTEMS (tablecloths) 
GODIVA CHOCOLATIER. INC. (chocolates) 

ALAN B. COX ASSOCIATES (disco room decor) 



Composition with Orange Color, no. 58. 1929, oil on canvas. 23%" x 29Vs'', 
Collection The Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York 









GEORGES VANTONGERLOO 1886-1965 


The great Belgian artist Georges Vantongerloo lived and 
worked in relative isolation in Paris most of his mature life. 
But he was originally, with Mondrian and Van Doesburg, 
identified with the modern Flemish milieu, and with De StijI 
in Amsterdam. Later he helped found Abstraction-Creation 
in Paris. 

A sculptor, painter, and architectural planner, his work pro¬ 
gressed through distinct styllistic phases, beginning with 
early, delicately “pointillist” paintings, followed by a period 
of geometric right-angular abstract paintings and planar 
sculptures: then into a cycle of work in both painting and 
wire sculpture, combining straight-line and curvilinear ele¬ 
ments; and finally, in the 50s and early 60s, into a group of 
small, astonishing lucite sculptures. Though a self-proclaimed 
exile from much of main-stream European art, Vantongerloo 
attracted a loyal following among artists in Europe, including 
the Swiss artist and architect. Max Bill. Georges Vantonger- 
loo’s influence on American art has since the late 1950s 
exerted itself in a kind of unofficial, or underground way. 
Many North and South American artists and collectors visited 
and greatly admired Vantongerloo, and he was directly 


associated with Ellsworth Kelly during Kelly’s sojourn in Paris 
in the 1950s. 

With the introduction now of a large part of Vantongerloo’s 
diverse and important oeuvre to the United States and 
Europe, we are able to fully assess the contribution the artist 
made in the development of the International Constructivist 
aesthetic: Vantongerloo’s special achievement has largely to 
do with his profound understanding of advanced mathematics 
and physics, and his interest in the natural sciences. While 
never becoming pedantic or intentionally obscure, the 
works—especially the unique late sculptures, which become 
increasingly dematerialized and referent to light itself—ex¬ 
press metaphors to the principle of Einsteinian relativity. We 
don’t need to be physicists ourselves to grasp the special 
nature of physical reality in our twentieth century perception 
of space, time, and reality; Vantongerloo assists us in self¬ 
understanding and in our understanding of the world itself. 

Jane Livingston 
Associate Director 
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Function: Red. Green, Beige. Brown, no 116. 1937. oil on wood. 34'/2" x 39^4''. 

Collection The Solomon R Guggenheim Museum. New York 
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